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ABSTRACT 

Managing project has become a challenging task for many project managers due to the 

complexity of the project and other external factors that has a direct impact on the successful 

completion of the project. The main purpose of the research was to identify and highlight key 

factors that affect the success or the failure of a project. Moreover the research also focused 

on determining the causes of project failures, factors underpinning project success, various 

strategies to improvise projects and providing recommendations to the project managers and 

top management of the organization. The research was based on qualitative primary data 

which was collected through the help of interviews. A total of 10 project managers were 

taken as a sample population who had relevant experience of managing simple and complex 

projects.  According to the research findings, there are various factors that cause project 

failures. The common factors identified were unclear objectives, inappropriate team leaders, 

poor planning and poor communication plan. Moreover, various success factors were also 

identified which included the competence level of project managers, rules and procedures, 

competence of project team and support of the top management. In the end it can be 

concluded that there are different challenges which the project manager has to tackle in order 

to successfully meet the project scope, aims and objectives. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1 Introduction 

A project, according to Nguyen and Chileshe (2013) is a special task which is 

undertaken either by one person or by the coming together of different people in order to 

achieve the designated aims and objectives of the project. With constant global changes in the 

business dynamics, more organizations are turning towards specialized project managers to 

undertake specific tasks and duties. The tasks and roles performed by Project Managersare 

mostly for a specific occasion and are carried out once in the life time of the organization. 

According to authors Toader et al. (2010) the concept of project management is an old 

phenomenon, however, with the dynamism in the field of information and technology, the 

tasks of project management have become more complex leading towards a higher ratio of 

project failures.  

Further elaborating upon the construct of a project, author Wallace, Keil, and Rai, 

(2014), predicated that there are certain elements that are generically present within the 

domain of a specific project, such as the completion time, the approximate cost that would be 

required to complete the project, specific and specialized resources that would be utilized in 

order to complete the given on project. In addition to the inclusion of the given criteria, 

authors Chipulu et al. (2014) documented that the schematics of a project also incubates 

whether or not the project requires capital intensive workforce or labour intensive workforce, 

along with any external hurdles that can hinder the success of the project or delay the 

communicated timeline for the completion of the project.      

In the words of author Kendrick (2015) projects are defined, not by what they can 

accomplish, but by their success or failure. In a recent research study carried out by authors 

Kerzner (2013) the leading causes of a project failure were attributed as either the project was 
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not finished within the given cost or failed to meet the intended timeline of the project. In 

addition to the mentioned attributes, author Leach (2014) carried out a similar study and 

documented that besides the cost and timeframe of the project, the scope of the project has 

also been a potential factor which has led to the failure of many projects. Further results of 

the study carried out by authors Leach (2014) predicated that on 56 per cent of the occasions, 

a project is deemed as a failure because the framework of the project, in terms of its scope, 

deviates from the aims and intentions specified by the client. Conversely, certain factors 

underpin the project success as well including project management support, proper project 

planning, stakeholders’ involvement, realistic expectations and complete understanding of 

project requirements. Nevertheless, project success is not dependent solely on these factors 

(Nixon, Harrington and Parker, 2012). Therefore, this research has focused on systematically 

analysing the factors that either kills the project, deeming it a failure and those that lead to 

project’s success.  

 

1.2 Contextual Background 

 Within the context of project management, success or failure of the project is based 

on how well the intended project has accomplished the desired aims and objects, along with 

ensuring that the project did not go beyond the articulated time and budget (Amid, Moalagh 

and Ravasan, 2012). According to authors Montequin et al. (2014) it is easier to turn a project 

in to a failure as compared to achieving success with a particular project. While the success 

of a project is dependent upon the accomplishment of all afore mentioned criteria, the failure 

of a project can be perpetrated even if the one of core factors of the project is missing. 

However, predicating upon aspect of project failure, author Mir and Pinnington (2014) 

highlighted that a project is not deemed as a failure instantaneously, it depends upon the 

stakeholders associated with the project and whether or not they wish to continue an on-going 
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project or cut their losses short and bring the project to a halt. As cited by author Schwalbe 

(2015) in certain cases, a project may exceed both the intended budget and its due timeframe, 

yet the stakeholders do not stop or end the project and allow it to continue. Therefore, based 

on the given assessment and the research conducted by authors Ramos and Mota (2014) the 

success and failure of any given project varies and there cannot be a specific framework upon 

which it can be adjudicated that a particular is a failure or a success. The differences in the 

projects may be with respect to their stakeholders, size of the project and project scope 

(Davis, 2014).  

 Furthermore, in the words of authors Ika, Diallo and Thuillier (2012) the overall 

framework of project management has also evolved. Organizations are now training to 

develop employees to carry out designated projects, decreasing the subsequent dependency 

upon external project management organizations. However, citing a possible drawback of the 

following initiative of developing in-house project management teams, authors Fewings 

(2013) predicated that amongst the many possible factors affecting the success of a particular 

project, inexperience is also a likely protagonist. Moreover, a research study conducted by 

authors Muller and Jugdev (2012) documented that clients felt that due to the inexperience 

level of the of the project team, the right or the intended outcomes of the project were not 

achieved.  

 In a similar research study, conducted by author Montequin et al. (2016) within the 

context of Ghana, the researchers carried out a research study by surveying 200 individuals 

and project managers who were directly related with a certain project. Amongst the 200 

respondents surveyed, an estimated 27 per cent respondents documented that they were 

involved in some projects that were eventually classified as a failure and had to be stopped 

midway. The research findings documented the reasons behind the failed projects, and it was 

analysed that most of the projects failed because the management team failed to understand 
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the specific requirements of the customers and therefore deviated drastically from the 

intended course of action thereby, falling short of their mark to deliver the intended 

outcomes. Furthermore, the research study also explained that another common reason as to 

why the projects failed was because of a lack of communication between the project 

management team and their respective clients. However, the mentioned reason had a special 

circumstance. Most of the projects that documented poor communication were international 

projects, where physical or two-way interaction was limited. Therefore, because of the 

limited interaction between the client and the project management team, a communication 

gap developed leading to the failure of meeting the promised and formulated results.        

 

1.3 Research Aims and Objectives 

The main aim of the research was to identify and highlight key factors that affect the 

success or the failure of a project. The specific objectives of the study are as follows: 

 To determine the factors and causes of project failure.  

 To identify the factors underpinning project success. 

 To identify strategies for future developments and improvement in projects. 

 To provide recommendations for coping up with project failure.  

 

1.4 Research Questions 

This study will address the following research questions: 

 What are the factors and causes of project failure? 

 What are the factors underpinning project success? 

 What are the strategies for future developments and improvement in projects? 

 What are the recommendations for coping up with project failure? 
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1.5 Problem Statement 

With the development in the business dynamism and the evolving nature of 

organizational frameworks the concept of project management has become of critical 

importance. With the development in the context of business environment, the role and task 

of project management is fast becoming more complex and demanding requiring substantial 

effort in order to deliver upon the agreed upon project outcome by the management team and 

the client (Schwalbe, 2015).     

Multiple different researchers have tried to shed light concerning the concept of 

project management success and have tried to pinpoint certain aspects and factors which may 

have either led to or can lead towards the imminent failure of projects (Mir and Pinnington, 

2014). However, presently there still exists a substantial gap in terms of the literature 

regarding the factors that are considered beneficial for the success of a project and factors 

that are not (Ramos and Mota, 2014). Therefore, in light of the mentioned statement a 

systematic mechanism of analysis is still needed to address the gaps in the previous studies. 

Hence the following research study has shed light on the following problem: 

What are the factors and reasons that kill project and what are the factors that lead to 

project success? 

 

1.6 Significance of the Study 

 In the words of authors Alhawari et al. (2012) project management as a concept has 

evolved and is now considered a multi facet and diverse area of study. With globalization 

pushing the rubric of international organization beyond the horizon, it is becoming 

exceedingly difficult for organizations to carry out all of their operations efficiently. 

Therefore, the concept of project management has become exceedingly popular amongst 

organizations that are looking to multi-task their operations and sustain their presence in the 
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overseas market. According to authors Trangkanont and Charoenngam (2014) the success of 

projects is dependent upon certain key factors, which if understood properly, can enable the 

management team to deliver upon the designated outcomes of the project. However, in 

contrast, authors Doloi et al. (2012) has highlighted that project management has become 

exceedingly complex making it difficult to deliver upon the intended outcomes. Furthermore, 

according to author Kerzner (2013) within the last two decades, project management has 

emerged as a potent tool to handle activities that are either complex in nature or have not 

been implemented before and require an in-depth critical analysis. Highlighting the benefits 

of project management, research analysts Rotich et al. (2014) documented that in comparison 

to the traditional management approach, the field of project management is becoming more 

feasible organizations.  

However, the complexity in project management has arisen due to diversity in 

information and technology. Today the field of information technology has become 

extremely diverse making it difficult to align the schematics of information technology within 

the scope of the intended project. Further, contemplating similar views authors Liu et al. 

(2014) has documented that in addition to the changing environment within the context of 

information technology, the issue pertaining to a lack of organizational resources has also 

been termed as a possible factor that can have a significant impact on the potential outcome 

of a particular project.   

Therefore, the following research study has highlighted key reasons behind the failure 

and success of project in order to identify certain common areas and traits that lead towards 

the failure of projects. Moreover, this study has also provided an insight regarding the project 

improvements through suggesting the factors that underpin project success. In addition, the 

following research study has also contemplated a conceptual framework which identifies and 

isolates key success factors along with the relevant aspects associated with the failure of a 
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certain project. Furthermore, in addition to bridging the existing gap in the literature review, 

the following research study has also shed light on additional key factors that either led a 

particular project toward success or failure.       

 

1.7 Rationale of the Study 

 With the increasing complexity in terms of project management, the failure rates have 

also increased. Doherty, Ashurst and Peppard (2012), determined that project management 

failure is associated with multiple factors, such as lack of coordination between the clients 

and the project management team, the project cost and time exceeding the defined deadlines, 

poor communication between the client and the host organizations leading to unsatisfactory 

results of the project.  

A similar study conducted by Kerzner, 2013 outlined the eventual outcomes of project 

failures and denoted that failed projects are usually associated with subsequent wastage in 

terms of key organizational resources specially in terms of the finances that were utilized for 

the project. According to authors Lee and Yu (2012) effective and improvised project 

management system is a vital requirement for the development of an organization. It has been 

researched that if an organization does not develop an effective project management approach 

they will not be able to deliver upon the request of the clients and thereby fail in the objective 

of achieving the desired project outcomes.  

According to a study carried out by Rotich et al. (2014), the overall success of a 

particular project is the outcome of effective project management. Moreover,  Amid, 

Moalagh and Ravasan (2012) identified in their research that there are certain key factors that 

outline the success of a project; these factors include the support of management, 

stakeholders’ engagement, presence of experienced project manager, clear sight of project 

vision and the identification of project scope. In a similar research study conducted by 
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authors Ika, Diallo and Thuillier (2012) the success of a particular project is depended upon 

certain indispensible factors such as the presence of well-trained personnel and the 

deployment of project consultants.  

Yet, in light of the following results pertaining to the factors leading towards the 

success of projects and project management, there are many projects that fail to achieve the 

desired outcome and intended aims or objectives. The following research study has therefore, 

shed additional light on the factors that are or can be the cause of potential project failures. 

Furthermore, the researcher of the current study also postulated key areas which required 

additional input in order for organizations to sustain a high success ratio in terms of the 

projects they carry out. 

 

1.8 Structure of the Dissertation 

The dissertation is divided into total 5 chapters: 

1. The first chapter “Introduction” provides an overview of the research topic including 

contextual background, aims and objectives, research questions, rational of the study, 

significance of the study and problem statement. The following chapter is the bases 

upon which the entire study progresses. 

2. The next chapter, “Literature review” deals with the analysis of the different research 

papers and journals pertaining to the topic of factors affecting the success or the 

failure of a project. The literature review section would be discussing the 

effectiveness and relevance of key factors that have an impact on the outcomes of a 

project. Data has been collected from secondary resources based on the results of the 

past studies. Based on the following and along with the chapter 3, the researcher 

formulated key factors to analyse and contemplate adequate research findings.  
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3. The third chapter, “Research methodology” is known as the most important chapter of 

the dissertation. This chapter discusses major components such as research strategy, 

research design, and data collection method, sample size, sampling technique, ethical 

consideration and timeframe of the research. This chapter allowed the researcher to 

signify in which the direction the research study progressed and allowed the 

researcher to define a valid and effective scope of the research.  

4. The next chapter, “Data Analysis” provides a meaningful analysis of the data 

collected from the research respondents. This chapter offers the actual findings of the 

whole research.  

5. The last chapter, “Chapter 5” provides an overall conclusion to the whole research 

including specific recommendations to the study topic.  
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

2.1 Introduction 

The degree of success of a project is the level of satisfaction that it provides in terms 

of three aspects of triple constraints:these are quality of project, its cost, and time of 

completion. But this definition of success is rather subjective and does not completely 

embrace the meaning of success and does identify factors that cause project failure. For 

example, one of the most recognisable and appreciated architectures in the world is the 

Sydney opera house of Australia and is a huge success but according to the definition above 

this project is categorised as a huge failure. This is because the actual cost of it was sixteen 

times higher than original estimates and its time of completion was four time longer than 

original estimates. But this project is currently considered to be a huge success and an icon 

for Australia (Camilleri, 2012). 

In the perspective of project management, success implies that the project has 

delivered the aims and objectives within the deadline and budgets allocated and italso 

satisfactorily fulfils its functionality and purpose as per the planning of the project. Finally, it 

meets all the expectations of stakeholders or ideally surpasses them. On the other side of the 

coin, if a project lacks one or more of the success factors, it called a failed project. There may 

also be some cases where higher costs and delay in completion may be tolerable by 

stakeholders or customers and thus such projects may not be considered as failures. Thus, it 

can be inferred that success criteria or the failure criteria may differ from one project to 

another. The differences in the projects may be with respect to their stakeholders, size of the 

project, project scope, and many other factors (Jari and Bhangale, 2013).  

Thus, it is critical for a project manager to identify and understand particular success 

factors of individual project. Identifying success factors, however, is not enough as they 
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indicate other factors that may cause failure of projects and therefore managers may also keep 

in mind that focusing on factors that could cause failure is also important. Toader et al. 

(2010) proposed the following theoretical model to illustrate the factors that lead to the 

success and failure of a project:  

 

Figure 1: Causes of Failure and Succes of Projects 

Source: Toader et al. (2010) 

 

2.2Factors and Causes of Project Failure 

The Public Accounts Spending Committee (PASC) (2011) focused on government IT 

projects and identified barriers to improvement. The PASC report concluded that 

mismanagement was a significant factor in failed projects in the last two decades. The PASC 

also concluded that technology itself was rarely a failure factor; instead, mismanagement was 

the most common factor. Similar findings were reported by researchers such as Hodgson 

(2002). Other factors that are identified in literature are policy flaws or flaws in 



What Kills Projects     12 

 

implementation of projects. Overall, the PASC report presented six underlying factors of 

failure (PASC, 2011, p.9): 

 Inappropriate information, limiting the management ability of the project managers to 

implement IT projects successfully. 

 The project relied heavily on large suppliers and ignored small and medium sized 

(SME) IT contractors to a degree that they were virtually excluded. This tends to limit 

innovation and increases project risks. 

 The project also failed to integrate into wider policy matters and business 

environment. 

 The report found a tendency to commission large and complex projects for which it is 

difficult to adapt to changing environment. 

 Security requirements were over-specified. 

 The report also concluded that IT projects within Civil service lack appropriate 

leadership and management skills;particularly the lack of an “intelligent customer” 

function was reported. 

Poor project performance causes a high rate of failures. The complications in project 

management would increase if failure is considered as a state of total breakdown or 

malfunction. Failure should also include failing to meet the time and budget constraints. 

Within the context of these considerations, research shows that more and more projects are 

being considered as failures than success (Mir and Pinnington, 2014). 

One of the major causes indicated by Kendrick (2015) is poor planning. The author 

argues that several techniques and methods have been developed to efficiently manage 

projects from stage one to end. These methods and techniques are applied to ensure that 

projects do not run over budget, or exceed the time limit. They also ensure that failure is not 

caused in terms of scope, quality, safety, or failing to meet expectations and satisfaction of 
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one or more stakeholders. Kerzner (2013) showed that one of the major causes of failure in 

projects is lack of understanding of each party regarding their responsibilities, roles required 

by them, and an understanding to identify causes of failure. Kerzner indicated that technology 

is rarely a cause of failure of IT projects where as people and management are major factors 

of IT project failure. 

Meredith and Mantel (2011) also identified typical IT project failure causes which 

included lack of implementing project management standard practices, inappropriate or 

unrealistic expectations of management and unwarranted optimism, lack of implementation 

of effective software management practices, lack of leadership, lack of prompt decision-

making, and inappropriate risk management. Eriksson and Westerberg (2011), however, 

argue that there is no single major reason for a failure of a project instead there are always 

multiple causes of failure. Lack of communication is one of the factors that cause failures. 

Inappropriate communications lead to unrealistic expectations and assumptions on the part of 

customers and this leads to misunderstanding in project success indicators, ultimately causing 

dissatisfaction of customers.  

There are also many other factors highlighted by researchers that causes failures, 

which include, hiring extra staff in late phases of project lifecycle so as to meet deadline 

aggressively and instability in requirements that cause changes in the scope of project also is 

counted as a failure factor. Nawi, Rahman, and Ibrahim (2011)also identified various factors 

for project failure including unrealistic project goals, employing inappropriate project 

management methodology, implementation errors during project lifecycle,volatility in project 

requirements, and inadequate base of technology or poor infrastructure. 

 

2.3 Strategies for Preventing Failure 
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This section summarises literature that focuses on ways to prevent project failure. 

Based on the factors identified above and the voluminous amount of literature available, this 

review classifies ways to prevent failure into four general themes. These are proactive 

attitude towards detection of failures, change management, risk management, and 

management skills.  

 

2.3.1 Proactive Attitude towards Detection of Failure 

Kappelman, McKeeman and Zhang (2006) concluded that before a project is declared 

failure, there are symptoms that indicate probable failure or act as “early warning signs” for 

project management teams. In their research, the authors enlisted top 12 technology-related 

and people-related risks in IT project. Three most important areas in project management 

failure are people, process and product, and therefore they identified early warning signs 

related to these three areas. The research findings of McManus and Wood-Harper (2007) 

have significant similarity with this research. The 12 early warning signs as per Kappelman, 

McKeeman and Zhang (2006) are: 

1. Insufficient support from top management  

2. Weak project manager 

3. Lack of involvement of stakeholder  

4. Low project team commitment  

5. Lack of skills or knowledge of team members  

6. In appropriate workload or overscheduling  

7. Lack of formal and informal communication of progress  

8. Lack of adequate change management system  

9. Ineffective or lack of proper schedule  

10. Inappropriate communication among stakeholders 
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11. Inappropriate resources allocation  

12. Lack of business case  

This review asserts that paying attention to these early warning signs, and as early as 

possible would enable the project manager to prevent failures and optimise probability of 

project success. These early warning signs, if not addressed properly and promptly, have 

potential to lead to project failures. 

 

2.3.2 Change Management 

One of the factors identified as failure factor is lack of change management. Project 

and particularly large projects are always subject to changing external environment and due 

to changes in external environment, scope or objectives of a project are likely to change. Due 

to change in project scope or objective, major changes in the project processes are required or 

at least, they need to be adjusted to meet new requirements. It is essential for project manages 

to have adequate exchange management skills and implement procedures that can facilitate 

changes in the project.  

There are several change management methodologies that can be applied by project 

managers to adapt to changes in the external environment.McAfee (2006) suggested that 

project leaders must not underestimate resistance while making changes in the project. 

Resistance is the key factor that determines the success of a change management process and 

also determines the impact of change on overall project. The same principles apply in change 

management of an organisation. Thus, it is essential for project leaders to manage resistance 

to ensure that proper change management is facilitated throughout the project. These 

suggestions match with Kotter’s eighth step change management process (Mourfield, 2014). 
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Figure 2: Kotter’s 8 Step Change Model 

Source: Mourfield (2014) 

 

2.3.3 Risk Management 

Tesch, Kloppenborg and Frolick (2007) focused on IT project management and 

identified following risk factors that are significant threat to the success of IT projects. They 

grouped the risks into six categories. The researchers also developed and suggested strategies 

to manage risks in terms of risks mitigation. 

Table 1: Risk Categories and Top Rated Risks 

Source: Tesch, Kloppenborg and Frolick (2007, page 64) 

Risk Category Top rated Risks 

Sponsorship/Ownership Project has inadequate top management 

commitment 

Funding and Scheduling Entire project must be budgeted at the outset 

Personnel and staffing Project lacks enough staff or right skills 
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Scope Requirements are ignored for the sake of 

technology 

Requirements Project changes are managed poorly 

Relationship Management Project fails to satisfy enduser expectations 

 

It is important to note that risks management and related strategies are important but 

McManus and WoodHarper (2007) argued that overreliance on such strategies is also a factor 

of failure in itself. Lastly De Bakker, Boonstra, and Wortmann, (2010) argued that it is 

important for project managers to identify hidden risks. These are often difficult to identify 

and cannot be pre-planned or addressed proactively. 

 

2.3.4 Management Skills 

According to Heagney (2012), lack of management skills, such as failure to do proper 

planning, lack of leadership skills, organising skills, communication skills, stakeholder 

management, implementing skills, change management are also identified as significant 

factors that cause failure of project in terms of one or more success criteria. It is important 

that project managers are selected not only for their technical skills, such as in construction 

projects or IT projects in which technical skills are particularly important but it is essential 

that a project manager has essential business management skills also. These business 

management skills include leadership skills, planning, organising, controlling skills, 

stakeholder management, communication skills, etc. These skills enable a manager to identify 

early warning signs explained earlier and formulate strategies to proactively address warning 

signs that lead to project failure (Heagney, 2012). 

 

2.4 Factors of Project Success 
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The concept of project success is complex and has changedin due course of time. 

Accomplishing a project successfully is dependent upon ability of project manager to address 

various project constraints effectively. Managing them is a complex task and determining the 

degree of success is complicated as it may beintangible and there is no consensus in the 

existing literature (Chan, Scott, and Lam, 2002). According to Muller and Turner (2007), the 

project success, as well as factors that affect it, isdependent upon the nature and type of 

processes and environment of the project environment. Thus, the factors that affect success 

differ from one project to another.  

The construction industry, for example, is dynamic and complex because of the 

inherent uncertainties that surroundit and rapidtechnological changes, constraints of budget, 

impacts of political and economic environment which cause significant changes in the 

success criteria of a construction project as determined originally or in the beginning of the 

project. Thus, determining and evaluating the success of a construction project has been 

challenging for both research community and practitioners. So far, they have been 

grapplingwith the concept and have failed to reach a universal agreement in terms of success 

of construction projects (Chan Scott, and Chan,2004). Consequently, the problem of 

determining success and identifying success criteria remains unresolved. 

Muller and Turner (2007) define Project Success Factors (PSFs) as factors that have 

ability to influencethe probability of project success. These factors [PSFs] are independent 

and different from Project Success Criteria (PSCs)which are defined as measures that are 

used to judge or evaluate the project successful outcomes. PSCs are rather dependent 

variables in contrast to PSFs in measuring project success. Muller and Turner (2007) argued 

that many of the studies identify PSFs and PSC but they do not distinguish them and very few 

among them have identified their individual importance and effects on project success.  
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The term Critical Success Factors (CSFs) can be defined as factors that are critical to 

project deliverables and predict success of projects. The PSFs and CSFs depend on the type 

and nature of projects and therefore they differ from one project to another (Muller and 

Turner 2007). For instance, Li and associates (2005) determined 18 CSFs focusing on Private 

Finance Initiative (PFI) or Public-private partnerships (PPP) projects in the UK. They also 

stressed on their relative significance. Another example is the study conducted by Chan and 

associates (2002) which concluded that construction companies evaluate PSFs of construction 

projects differently and they have specific objectives. Meskendahl (2010) observed that there 

are a variety of definitions of project success and the most common definition is related to 

achievement of goals and objectives of the project and meeting the expectations of 

stakeholders. They argued that PSCs are the standards or principles that are used to judgethe 

success of a project.  

This review appreciates the work of Cooke-Davies (2002) as one of the most 

comprehensive and significant piecesin the last ten years. They also distinguished PSFs and 

PSCs and concluded that PSFs are related to the success of accomplishing business results in 

a project and are identified in terms of project outcome i.e. product or service. On the other 

hand, the PSCs are related to the success of accomplishing the triple project constraints (i.e. 

time, cost, and performance/quality). However, Gido and Clements (2014) criticised this 

work by arguing that it lacks the identification of the competencies of project manager as 

either PSF or PSC. Gido and Clements (2014) also highlighted the correlations between 

project success and competencies of project managers. According to classification of Papke-

Shields, Beise, and Quan, (2010) success factors are grouped into four groups: macro-social, 

micro-social, macro-technical and micro-technical. In this study, the leadership behaviour 

and competencies of project managers are identified as PSFs. 
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Mir and Pinnington (2014) argued that there has been a significant development in 

project management methodologies and tools and thus application of appropriate 

methodology is one of the PSFs. The study also recognised application of appropriate 

methods and tools in terms of change management and risk management as PSFs. Jugdev and 

Muller (2005) identified that the Standish Group CHAOS lists was the best set of CSFs as it 

addresses ‘formal methodologies’, ‘model-based process improvement’, and ‘effective tools’ 

as CSFs. The key findings of the study by Esteves are the majority of the issues which rises 

while the implementation of ERP projects are linked with the practices identified as CSF (De 

souza, J. M. E., n.d., p. 256):  

 The key concerns are not technical but rather they are organizational.  

 The CSF management is usually impacted by its surroundings and contexts.  

 After considering the identified CSF by the management of the company: fewissues 

of the projectsare neglected,their effects reduced significantly in the application of 

ERP projects, or the businesses are most probably to use the ERP systemsmore 

effectively after it’s application.  

 The technique of CSF is useful to evadethe issues on the long-term basis due to the 

identified CSFsareusually strategic.  

Shehu and Akintoye (2011) concluded that simplicity and easy to execute project 

management techniques are important in maximising project success. The authors 

recommended that project managers must use simple and well understood methodologies in 

order to prevent unnecessary waste of resources and time. 

 

2.4.1 Appropriate Standards 

Appropriate standards refer to good practices and standards that are most appropriate 

for the project. These include quality, health and safety, environmental, or corporate social 
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responsibility standards. All these are business related outcomes of a project and the success 

in these aspects of a project are identified as PSFs. Project managers are expected to be keen 

and mindful of these PSFs. They differ widely from one project to another and therefore it is 

not possible to identify a list that is common to all (Shehu and Akintoye, 2011). 

 

2.4.2 Commitment to Project 

Browne (2013) argues that commitment to project success is another factor that 

affects the degree of project success. According to the author, the will of project manager and 

team to achieve success in all PSFs and PSCs is critical in delivering the project outcomes at 

every stage. The author also suggested that financial incentives are the best method to ensure 

appropriate or maximum commitment of project leader and team in the Civil Service. Jugdev 

and Muller (2005) also observed that one of the CSFs is the commitment of senior 

management in formulating the project vision, strategies to achieve that vision, and the 

sponsorship of other stakeholders. Jiang and associates (2002) identifiedthat commitment of 

team towards the goal of the project is a CSF.The author proposed that buy-in of all 

stakeholders is essential in pursuit of project success. Steinfort and Walker (2007) identified 

that commitmentis a ‘soft’ project characteristics and should be identified as PSF. 

 

2.4.3 Involving Stakeholders and Meeting their Expectations 

Roe (2014) identified that stakeholder involvement and meeting stakeholder 

expectations is a CSF. It is important to identify and assess groups that have influences over 

and are influenced by the project and to align the interest of stakeholders with the goals and 

objectives of the project. Alexandrova and Ivanova (2012) stressed on the need to have 

effective communication among various stakeholders. This implies that maintaining the 

relationships with various stakeholders with effective communication is critical for the 
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overall success of project. Steinfort and Walker (2007) highlighted the impact of political and 

cultural factors that influences the delivery of a project as well its outcomes. This finding also 

suggests that stakeholder management is a CSF. Roe (2014) also stress upon the importance 

of stakeholder interest alignment with the goals and objectives of project as a factor that 

increases/decreases the complexity of a project and thus affects its level of success. 

 

2.4.4 Managerial Competencies and Skills 

Kog and Loh, (2011) observed that skills of project managers and team members are 

important in programme and project management. According to them, it is essential that there 

are competent project professionals within the project team who are able to manage the 

project using their qualifications and experiences. Alexandrova and Ivanova (2012) 

concluded that competence of the project manager and the competence of project team 

members are one two among three highest-ranked CSFs in project management literature in 

EU. Steinfort and Walker (2007) also identified project management competencies and skills 

of leaders and team in a project as a success factor. Jugdev and Muller (2005) highlighted the 

importance of skills and competencies by referring to the Standish Group’s annual CHAOS 

reports that highlight, skilledhuman resources, competent staff, or project management 

expertise as PSFs. 

 

2.4.5 Financial Management 

Financial management has been identified by Browne (2013), Price Waterhouse 

Cooper (2014), and Steinfort and Walker (2007) as one of the PSFs. According to them, the 

project must have secure financial resources in order to make sure that project does not face 

cash flow difficulties at any stage of the project. Financial management is critical in 

determining costs, sources of finance, liquidity, contingency planning, and financial risks 



What Kills Projects     23 

 

management. All these aspects require managers and leaders to ensure that there is adequate 

financial management in the project so that cost, time and budget constraints are addressed. 

 

2.5 Strategies for Successful Project Management 

Project management (PM) and strategies to maximise success of projects have been a 

focus of researchers and practitioners for a long time. Park (2009) asserted that the 

community of project management has enhanced its efforts in terms of strategic management 

of projects and thus has produced valuable literature that focuses on Project Management and 

related strategies. Patanakul, Shenhar and Anderson (2012) noticed that the literature 

focusing on importance of strategies in successful project management highlights the value of 

project management strategies as a source of competitive advantage for an organisation in the 

market. The research conducted by Longman and Mullins (2004) proposes that project 

management strategies refer to selection of tools and techniques applied in accomplishing 

project outcomes. Based on the discussion on factors that contribute to failure of project and 

the factors that contribute to success of project, following discussion summarises the 

strategies to maximise success of projects: 

 

2.5.1 Project Planning 

As explained earlier, lack of proper planning is a significant failure factor and on the 

other hand proper planning is a significant CSF.Therefore, one of the project management 

strategies to maximise success is project planning. Proper planning is critical in ensuring that 

cost of the project will be controlled and minimised, the project will be completed in 

estimated time, and the quality of the project or performance will be optimised. The primary 

deliverable of project planning is project definition. It describes all aspects of a project and 



What Kills Projects     24 

 

serves as the basis of the project throughout the life cycle. Project definition includes the 

following (Han, et al., 2011): 

 Overview:It is important to define what the project is and why it is being undertaken. 

 Objectives:Aims and objectives and goals of project are critical aspects of planning  

 Scope:The scope is defined within the context of overview and aims and objectives. 

 Risks:Identifying risks and threats to the project and its aims and objectives is crucial. 

 Estimates:Another critical element of planning is to define and describe cost, time, 

and quality estimates considering the aims and objectives of the project. 

 Involving Stakeholders: It is important to communicate with above all with all 

stakeholders and reach their agreement. 

 

 

2.5.2Defining Project Procedures 

One of failure factors identified above is inappropriate process management which 

includes inadequate allocation of resources and inappropriate time management or 

scheduling. Thus, one of the success strategies is to define project processes upfront. This 

will include role and responsibilities and deliverables of all members of project and their 

contribution towards the project scope, project risk, project quality, etc. (Morris, 2013). It is 

important to communicate all project processes effectively so that all members of the project 

understand them and realise their importance with respect to project success. When every 

member of project team knows his or herrole and contribution in the project success, they 

own the project and performance can be maximised (Abdullah, et al., 2010). 

 

2.5.3Early Warning Signs 
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Project managers and leaders must define early warning signs and monitor the 

performance of overall project continuously within the context of early warning signs. It is 

important that project manager has adequate skills and competencies to detect early warning 

signs and take prompt actions to remedy probable or occurred adverse impacts on project 

performance (Kappelman, McKeeman and Zhang, 2006). 

 

2.5.4Skills and Competencies of Project Managers 

Lack of or inadequate skills of project managers have been identified as one of the 

most significant factors in project failures.  On the other hand, they are also identified as a 

key PSF. the project manager must have adequate skills to manage project besides technical 

skills of the industry. The skills and competencies of project manager help to maximise 

performance of project by improving following areas of project management (Müller and 

Turner, 2010).  

2.5.5Financial Management 

Financial management is not only one of the key success criteria i.e. costs/budget but 

also a key success factor i.e. efficiency and effectiveness of project outcomes. Project 

managers must have adequate skills to manage financial performance of the project. It is 

essential that they are able to monitor financial performance and take prompt and reasonable 

actions in case there are performance gaps (Walker, 2015). 

 

2.5.6Risk Management 

Risk management is also a common failure factor and also appears frequently as a 

PSF in literature. Project managers must have adequate skills and abilities to identify risks 

proactively, develop and implement strategies to eliminate risks, and minimise the impact of 

inevitable risks (Burke, 2013).  
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2.5.7Change Management 

The failure factor and PSFs literature shows that lack of change management affects 

the overall project performance. Since the external environment of projects is dynamic, 

therefore it is the responsibility of managers to adapt to changing external environment and 

their impact on scope and objectives of projects. This can only be ensured by having adequate 

change management skills (Turner, 2014).  

 

2.6 Conceptual Framework 

The extensive literature review conducted above shows that there is a huge volume of 

project management literature that focuses on failures and success of project management. 

There are several studies that have used different methodologies to identify failure factors 

and success factors. This review concludes that project failures factors and project success 

factors are somewhat two sides of the same coin. The factors that cause failures in a project, 

if managed properly, become the success factors for the same project. Identifying success 

factors is not enough as they indicate other factors that may cause failure of projects and 

therefore managers may also keep in mind that they must also focus on the factors that may 

cause failure. This review also concludes that failure factors and success for each project 

differ and same factors may have different impact and significant on different projects.  

 

The following conceptual framework was used to guide this study:   
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Figure 3: Conceptual Framework 

Source: Author  

 

In terms of factors of failure, the review concludes that technological aspects and 

skills of project managers and members are rarely a cause of failure; instead lack of 

management skills is a more significant factor of failure. One of the major causes indicated 

by this review is poor planning. The review shows that several techniques and methods have 

been developed and must be applied to efficiently manage project planning from stage one to 

end. Another failure factor identified in this review is lack of implementing project 

management standard practices. Inappropriate communications lead to unrealistic 

expectations and assumptions on the part of customers and this leads to misunderstanding in 

project success indicators, ultimately causing dissatisfaction of customers. This review 

concludes that that there is no single reason for a failure of a project, instead there are always 



What Kills Projects     28 

 

multiple causes of failure which are all interrelated. Lack of communication is also one of the 

major factors that cause failure. 

This review suggests that in order to prevent failure, project managers must have a 

proactive attitude towards detection of failure. This review identified early warning signs that 

can be used by project managers to reflect such attitude. Thus, it is suggested that paying 

attention to these early warning signs, and as early as possible would enable the project 

manager to prevent failures and optimise probability of project success. 

In terms of project success, this review concludes that PSFs are related to the success 

of accomplishing business results in a project and are identified in terms of project outcome 

i.e. product or service. On the other hand, the PSCs are related to the success of 

accomplishing the triple project constraints (i.e. time, cost, and performance/quality). In 

addition, this review concludes that skills and competencies of project managers are also 

significant success factors and that in order to maximise success of projects, the foremost 

strategy is to ensure proper project planning. The review also concludes that lack of proper 

planning, lack of understanding of early warning signs, lack of skills and competencies of 

project managers are significant failure factors. Few of the real life examples of the major 

project failures in the world are (Abbasi et al., 2014): British Petroleum, The Millennium 

Dome and the Chrysler and Fiat.    
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

 

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter outlines a brief research methodology. According to Goddard and Melville 

(2010, p. 41), methodology is considered a fundamental part of research and has a strong 

impact on the research report. Other scholars such as Maxwell (2012, p. 36) also mentioned 

the significance of the research methodology which portrays a synopsis of the processes the 

research entails.The research methodology seeks to deliver inclusive evidence on the trails 

used in the report for drawing conclusions.  

In this chapter, the research method is rationalised by placing great importance on the 

research design, focusing on the strategies used and the framework.  The research 

methodology combines different components of the research being conducted, including the 

strategies and philosophies with the highlighted approach and limitations. These aspects are 

covered in this chapter with effective justifications for selecting the specific methods. 

 

3.2 Research Philosophy 

The notion of research philosophy is to understand the data collected and assess the 

results during the study. Researchers also describe three research philosophies categorised as 

Realism, Interpretivist and Positivism (Fowler, 2013, p. 92). These philosophies are a 

framework for the research model. The two most commonly used research philosophies are: 

Interpretivism and Positivism (Saunders et al., 2012, p.24). Positivist philosophy is a belief 

that the reality can be measured, quantified, and experimented which does not rely on the 

observer. It emphasizes on the observations and experiments, development and testing of 

hypothesis and identification of the association between variables (Grbich, 2012, p.12). 

Interpretivism is generally used in qualitative research while positivism is more suitable for 
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quantitative studies. For qualitative methods, interpretive philosophy is most suitable because 

it allows the researcher to interpret the qualitative data based on previous research and 

personal experience, knowledge, understanding and worldview. The data structure is the 

groundwork of the research being carried out .The collection of the data is structured with the 

aim to understand the research purpose and the linkage to the concept (Saunders et al., 2007, 

p. 49). 

This study operated under the interpretivst paradigm as interpretivist philosophies 

stress that the personal experiences, perceptions, connotations and interpretation are critical 

to perceive a concept or phenomena. Therefore, it proposes that the reality is subjective, 

fabricated, manifold and dependent on the observer (Hammersley, 2015). Furthermore, the 

reality and perceptions are generally established by the practices, beliefs, experiences, and 

behaviours of the individuals in society (Merriam, 2009, p. 41). This philosophy assists the 

researcher to understand and evaluate past experiences and accept its logical consequences 

during the study. This also depicts the different objectives which are studied throughout the 

research.  

Therefore, this study selected the philosophy based on the research objectives stated 

above, i.e. to determine the factors and causes of project failure, to identify the factors 

underpinning project success, to identify strategies for future developments and improvement 

in projects and to provide recommendations for coping up with project failure, from the 

perspective of project managers of SMEs in the UK, by investigating their experiences, 

opinions and knowledge of what causes project failure. 

 

3.3Type of Investigation 

It can be seen that scholars who use multiple methodologies for their research should 

rather focus on understanding the problem identified and select the methods accordingly that 
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reflects the complex issues at hand and be useful in deducing appropriate conclusions 

(Bryman and Bell,2015, p. 91). Therefore, according to the topic chosen, the best selected 

method of investigation or combination of methods could be implemented. The selection of 

research investigation is based on the aims and objectives of a research.  

There are three fundamental types of research (Saunders et al., 2012, p.129): 

exploratory, explanatory, and descriptive.Exploratory research is carried out to explore the 

issues, concepts or phenomena which have not been examined sufficiently and there is 

insufficient literature on the issue (Kumar, 2010).Explanatory research is done in order to 

explain the relationships between variables which have been examinedbefore and the aim of 

explanatory research is to test prevailingmodels and theories in new settings, situations and 

dimensions. Descriptive research is use to describe the variables or phenomena under study 

which other researchers have explored sufficiently through exploratory research (Bryman, 

2012).  

This study was exploratory in research as it sought to explore the factors causing 

failure of projects into a new setting i.e. in Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) of the UK. 

Exploratory research allowed the researcher to gather the perspectives and experiences of 

project managers from SMEs, which were previously not studied adequately in the context of 

the UK. 

 

3.4 Research Approach 

The two main types of approaches usually found in research are namely, inductive 

and deductive approaches (Thomas & Rothman, 2013, p. 238). The deductive approach 

moves from the general observations to specific conclusions through testing the concepts, 

formulating and testing the hypothesis through the empirical, observational and experimental 

data collected through different sources. Inductive research, on the contrary, is initiated from 
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specific observations, experiences or experiments to identify the structure and to establish 

generalhypothesis, models and theories (Maxwell, 2012, p.141). This research pursued the 

inductive approach because the purpose of this study was to explore the reasons for project 

failure and success in Small and Medium Enterprises and did not involve formulation and 

testing of hypothesis. This approach was chosen under the assumption that reasons for project 

failure and success must be different for SMEs and large international and multinational 

corporations due to the size and scope of the business as well as projects. Deductive approach 

in this case would have restricted the in-depth information and insights the researcher gained 

through inductive approach.  

 

3.5 Research Design  

The design of a research is a method of incorporating and implementing the selected 

research methodology against the problems and the background of a specific study. Research 

is basically classified into three methods or designs i.e. qualitative research design, 

quantitative research design, and mixed research design (Williams, 2011, p.65). The 

researches which are based on statistical analysis and require numerical data for examination 

of impacts or relationship between variables is known as quantitative research design, while 

studies which are based on non-numeric and non-statistical data which cannot be measured in 

numbers are qualitative research designs. The mixed method research is implemented in the 

studies which are based on both quantitative and qualitative research methods. 

In this research, qualitative research design was used due to the objectives and nature 

of this research which required non-numeric data about the perceptions, opinion and views of 

project managers. Furthermore, the research collected literature for understanding the 

concepts behind the topic from previous studies, online books, journals and research reports 

on the project success and failure. Therefore, qualitative research design was most 
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appropriate because the aim of the research was not to measure the frequencies of failure and 

success factors, but to gain an in-depth understanding of the dynamics of these factors which 

was not possible through quantitative research design. 

 

3.6 Data Collection Methods 

Data Collection methods are mainly of two types: primary and secondary data 

collection methods (Sullivan-Bolyai, Bova &Singh, 2012, p.287). The data which is collected 

from new sources such as the information which was not collected or presented before in any 

research or any other literature is called primary data. Primary data is therefore original and 

gathered by the sources such as surveys, interviews, observations, experiments, and focus 

groups (Tasić, S. and Feruh, 2012, p.327). This study conducted semi structured interviews to 

collect primary data.  

Secondary data is the information which already exists in the past literature or any 

other study which can be obtained by the sources such as books, journals, magazines, reports, 

articles, official websites of the companies, internet webpages, etc. (Tasić, S. and Feruh, 

2012, p.327). The literature and studies reviewed for the purpose of building the 

understanding of underlying the issue under studywas collected from secondary sources such 

as books, journals, magazines, reports, articles, official websites of the companies, internet 

webpages, etc. Secondary data helped the researcher to back up the findings of this study as 

well as to give it a strong research base. 

 

3.6.1 Research Strategy 

Building a strategy for research is one of the most important tasks in conducting a 

comprehensive research on a particular topic. There are numerous of strategies that are used 

by the researchers such as surveys, interviews, case studies, action researches, content 
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analysis, etc. (Maxwell, 2012, p.145).  In this research, the strategy of interviews wasused to 

collect the data which is the perception of the managers of different projects and the literature 

and cases from the past studies in order to investigate the factors and causes of failures or 

successes of projects. Survey in this context would have constrained the amount of 

information gained through interviews and case study would also have restricted the 

dynamics of project failure and success to a specific organisation, which is why interviews 

were most appropriate for the objectives of this study.  

 

3.6.2 Research Instrument 

Since the study was exploratory and qualitative in nature, semi structure interview 

questions were used as the instrument to collect primary data through interviews. Interview 

questionnaire is the most commonly used tool for data collection because it is simple and 

easy to design and administer (Annum, 2015). This study used a customized, semi-structured 

interview questionnaire to inquire about the factors causing failure and success of the project. 

The questions were open-ended in nature to allow the respondents to freely express their 

opinions and insights. 

 

3.7 Sampling Method 

The collection of data involves several techniques of sampling. Sampling is the 

selection of participants or respondents who are contributing their views or opinions in the 

study as a sample, picked out of the large population under study. There are two fundamental 

types of sampling methods which are: probability and non-probability sampling (Kumar, 

2010, p.221). Probability sampling, also known as the random sampling, includes the 

techniques in which the elements of the population have equal chances of selection for the 

sample.  
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Non-probability sampling, on the other hand, includes unequal chances for selection 

of elements in the population and an unknown probability for distribution of the sample that 

is because of lack of information or determination of the features of the population. This 

study used non-probability sampling because the population of this study included all the 

project managers of all the Small and Medium Enterprises in the UK. Non-probability 

sampling was also suitable because the population under studyis large and indefinite, and the 

elements of this population i.e. project managers, are not homogenous in their characteristics. 

Drawing a representative sample was also not a requirement for the objectives of this study.  

Furthermore, different projects managers were approached from different industries 

such as: construction, Information Technology and software developments, chemical 

industry,banking sector etc. in order to get the diversified perspective over the concept of 

project management and the managers were accessed through the LinkedIn. The consent 

from and the structured questionnaire was sent initially via email for the approval from the 

considered managers and after their approval the online interviews were scheduled. For the 

purpose of keeping the anonymity of the interviewees, the names, organization namesand 

other personal details was kept confidential. 

Online interviews were conductedthrough Skypewhich were based on the range of 20 

to 40 minutes. Open ended perspectives for attainting the beneficial opinions were welcomed 

along with the semi-structured questions of the research. Notes were taken during the 

interviews instead of recording because of the concern of few managers over audio 

recordings of their point of views regarding the study. 

 

3.8 Sampling Technique and Sample Size 

 Probability and non-probability sampling methods are further divided in several types 

or techniques of sampling. Few of the techniques which are used in non-probability sampling 
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are purposive sampling, convenience sampling, quota sampling, and snowball sampling. For 

the purpose of this study, convenience sampling was used becauseit is suitable for non-

probability,qualitative studies. Convenience sampling technique was implemented in this 

research for the collection of data due to ease of access (Battaglia, 2008, p.109). The sample 

wasselected on the basis of convenience of researcher in approaching the project managers in 

different companies. However, the data collected from this sampling technique may or may 

not be the actual representation of the perception of the masses which is a limitation of this 

technique.The sample size for this study was n=10 project managers from 10 differentSMEs 

across the UK. 

 

3.9 Data Analysis 

The process of organizing, analysing, representing and interpreting of the data for the 

purpose of extracting valuable insights, discoveries and inferences is called data analysis. 

There are various techniques and tools of analysing data for the researchers to use and 

transform the raw data in sensible information (Harwell, 2011, p.111). Since, this study was 

qualitative in nature and based on the exploratory investigation approach, the data collected 

through the interviews conducted with 10 project managers of different companies was 

analysed by using the software MaxQDA.MaxQDA is one of the most commonly used data 

analysis tool for analysing qualitative data gathered from interviews or qualitative surveys. 

Key themes were extracted after codingthe responses of managers against the questions asked 

in the interview for the purpose of understanding their perspectives and perceptions in the 

specific context of topic and to build the understanding of the issue at hand. 

 

3.10 Ethical Considerations and Accessibility Issues 
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For any research to obtain valid and reliable data, it is important to secure a credible 

data collection method so that the study complies with all ethical code of conduct and 

standards (Matthews and Ross, 2014, p. 85). Hence, the ethical issues concerning this study 

are to make sure that there are no data breach issues for each of the selected interviewee 

which are the project managers from different companies and assure them the confidentiality 

and secrecy of their views. Further, the personal information and identities of the 

interviewees was assured to be maintained and not to be revealed in any case to anyone. It 

boosts the interest of the interviewees and the environment of trust was developed among 

them and the researcher, which motivated the respondents to share their honest and reliable 

opinions. Moreover, the researcher considered the ethics while citing and referring the work 

of other authors and credited their studies with proper referencing. Further, secondary data 

was collected from reliable and credible sources. 

Few of the accessibility issues faced in this research occurred in approaching the 

project managers, as it was difficult for the researcher to identify and select the project 

managers among the large number of professionals. Further, most of the managers were 

reluctant to meet the researcher due to lack of time and concern about their personal identities 

being revealed and views on any platform which can impact their professional careers. 

Moreover, throughout the review of past studies and literature, the accessibility to recent 

studies are found difficult as most of the journal, articles, books and other studies required the 

paid access for the complete availability of information and few allowed limited access to the 

content.  

 

3.11 Research Limitations 

  The challenges and issues encountered by the author throughout the process of 

research are known as research limitations. These issues can impact the credibility and 
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reliability of the research and it can limit the generalizability of the study. Few of the prime 

limitations faced in this research are highlighted below: 

 This research is limited in its scope and generalizability beyond the project managers 

of different companies. The research could be more effective if it involves the 

perceptions employees of different companies who are working under the project 

managers and are engaged in the project activities.  

 Since the nature of research is qualitative and interviews were conducted with 10 

project managers of different companies, the sample size can be considered as small 

which may not represent the generalized perception in the context of the issue. 

 Confusing variables, terminologies and concepts, human error and uncontrollable 

external elements may have impacted the core validity and reliability of the study. 

 Time and budget limitations also limited the scope of the study.  
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CHAPTER 4: DISCUSSION AND ANALYSIS 

 

4.1 Factors and Causes of Project Failures 

 According to the interview conducted with 10 project managers belonging different 

SMEs of UK, there are various factors and causes of project failures. By analyzing the 

transcript of the interview, following main factors and causes of project failures were 

identified.  

 

4.1.1 Unclear Objectives 

 According to the respondents interviewed, one of the biggest factor of project failure 

is regarded as “Unclear and ambiguous objectives” of the project.  Almost all the project 

managers were of the opinion that major reason behind the failure of any project is lack of 

clear objectives presented by the management of the company. The project managers stated 

that it is not necessary to have a single objective of the project, as many different projects 

include multiple and different objectives which ultimately create confusion because different 

stakeholders aims and focuses on different elements. The respondents also stated that projects 

should have sole and single major objective whereas the sub objectives should be categorized 

as success factors or success criteria. According to one of the project manager, a project that 

includes multiple objectives needs to cater with high priority as there is a higher chance of 

being deviated by the end of the project. He was also of the opinion if the objectives of a 

specific project are not clear, there is a lot of ambiguity regarding what needs to be done in 

the project, thus missing various scopes of the projects at different levels. Similar findings 

were reported by Tang et al (2010) who stated that unclear objectives are the major reason 

behind project failure and project delays.  
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4.1.2 Inappropriate Team Leader and Inadequate Training 

 Another important factor that leads to project failure was identified as “inappropriate 

team leader and inadequate training of employees”. The project managers that were 

interviewed were of the opinion that project tends to work better and yields better results only 

if it is being managed by a good teams and effective team leaders. This is usually a worse 

condition in a matrix based organization in which teams are not working together and more 

worst in those organizations in which teams are divided into different countries, regions or 

time zones (Kerzner, 2013). As per the traditional management model where people come 

together as a team for the purpose of storming, forming, norming and performing work 

related tasks. However, the interview respondents were of the opinion that this team 

framework is very hard to find in the business environment. According to the one of the 

project managers of software Development Company stated that if teams are not properly 

aligned and if there are inexperienced team leaders, the project would result in a complete 

failure. One of the respondents emphasized on the important role that a team leader or a 

project manager has in a certain project. Team leader or project manager is the main liable 

person for project failures.   

 

4.1.3 Poor or no Planning 

 Another major factors identified via interview analysis was poor or no planning of the 

project. Heagney (2012) stated that planning is an ongoing process which needs to be 

managed effectively in order to complete the project with utmost success. The interview 

respondents were of the opinion that some complex projects require extensive and continuous 

planning throughout the project. If effective planning is ignored by the project managers, then 

the project would face different obstacles at various stages of the project life cycle. 

According to a project manager of a construction company, poor planning would not only 
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result in project delay but can also result in whole failure of the project thus increasing more 

cost to the business.  

 

4.1.4 Poor Communications 

 As per the interview respondents, most projects fail due to lack of communication or 

poor communication of the project. Eveleens and Verhoef (2010) lay immense emphasizes on 

communication channels and regarded as the main veins of project management. Similar 

opinion were drafted by the research participants who stated that relevant information 

constitutes as a life blood of every type of project, thus needs to be managed efficiently 

during the whole project life cycle. The project managers who were interviewed also shared 

their personal experience by stating that majority of the times they face project failures are a 

result of poor communication plan and poor communication strategy. The interview 

respondents were of the opinion that two way communications has become a necessity for 

good governance as it minimizes ambiguity and confusion in the project. According to a 

project manager of a software company, lack of communication between the client, 

employees and top management is an undesirable situation for every sort of project as it 

directly results in non-compliance of the project thus deviates from the original project scope. 

One of the project managers also stated that if there are no communication plan in the project, 

the stakeholders would less likely be involved thus impacting the project success.  

 

4.2 Factors Underpinning Project Success 

4.2.1 Competence of Project Manager 

 With regards to the factors underpinning project success, competence of the project 

manager was regarded as the most important factor as 80% of the respondents indicated that 

this element has extreme importance for successful completion of their designated projects. 
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Competence of project manager is strongly related to the characteristics and skills of the 

project managers which are termed important for the successful completion and 

implementation of any project. These skills and management were also highlighted by Ajmal 

et al (2010) who stated that project manager’s needs to be competent and should have various 

skills such as communication, leadership, team management, negotiation and risk 

management skills. Moreover, the interview respondents also indicated that administrative 

and technical skills of a project managers along with his or her commitment and competency 

has become as essential component of every project life cycle.   

 

4.2.2 Rules and Procedures 

 Another important success factor that was highlighted by the interview respondents 

was proper compliance of specific rules and regulations pertaining to a certain project. 

Almost 70% of the respondents regarded rules and regulations as in important factor for the 

successful completion of the project. The interview respondents stated its importance by 

describing their personal experiences in managing the projects in which specific goals and 

objectives were achieved but the project was regarded as unsuccessful due to formal 

obstacles and violations in the administrative work. One of the project managers who 

belonged to Oil and Gas Company stated that they have face strict procedures for reporting, 

documenting and monitoring the project and if there is any deviation from the initial 

requirements, the company has a risk of facing different sanctions including various financial 

penalties. This similar opinion was reported by  Graham and Englund (2013) who stated that 

rules and regulations provides right direction for the project, thus complying to these rules 

and regulations holds significant importance while completing any project.  

 

4.2.3 Competence of Project team 
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 Competence of project management team was also regarded as an important and 

critical success factors for successful projects. The competence of project team is directly 

linked with the recruitment and hiring of project personal. Majority of the interview 

respondents were of the opinion that if a team is comprised of knowledgeable and skilled full 

resources, the project would be executed in a best manner and any challenges or risks 

occurred during the project could rightly be managed by the skilled labor force of the team.  

The importance of competent project team was also regarded as an important success factor 

by Papke et al (2010) who stated that if a project team includes competent and skilled full 

individuals, then there is a higher chance that project would run in a smooth and appropriate 

manner.  

 

4.2.4 Quality of services provided by subcontractors 

 Through interview analysis, a new success factor was identified which known as the 

quality of the services is provided by subcontractors. This factor holds immense importance 

in construction industry where different tasks and activities are assigned to different 

subcontracts that possess specialization in a specific field. Quality of the subcontractors 

provides up-to-date tendencies in various specialized and complex projects such as the 

development project partnerships and networks. According to Kerzner (2013), in this 

contemporary and modern world, it is not possible for a single organization to possess all the 

competencies and capabilities required in the complex of project mission and objectives, 

particularly for complex, specialized and multidimensional projects.  

 

4.2.5 Support of the top management 

 The fifth most important success factor that was identified via interviews was 

regarded as the support of top management in successful completion of the projects as they 
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are the ones who execute the project. The support of top management portrays both the 

intensity and nature of the assistance provided by the top management level to the project 

team and project managers while completing their responsibilities and duties of a specific 

project. The respondents were of the opinion that top management support is necessary for all 

the projects as it provide confidence to the project manager and his or her team in 

successfully completing the project with quality and time. According to Rosenau and Githens 

(2011) the adequate and flexible access to company’s resources is regarded as a core element 

in effectively executing various project activities.  

 

4.3 Challenges in Project Management 

4.3.1 Quality 

 It has been found out that there are different challenges that every project is required 

to face and if the project management team is able to cope with these challenges, the project 

would be regarded as successful. According to the research participants the first and foremost 

challenge for the project is to maintain and develop high quality results. According to 

DeBakker et al (2010), quality has become a major challenge from the perspective of the 

project owners as they tend to spend a large amount of time on stewarding to the project 

managers. This also means that other representatives of the project many not have a keen 

focus on quality which they should have. This quality becomes a major challenge in 

successful completion of the project. The project managers shared their experience in which 

they stated that quality control and quality assurance should be the responsibility of the parent 

company and should not be managed by Third Party Company or contractor.  

 

4.3.2 Project Cost 
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 Another major challenge that was identified through interviews was regarded as the 

project cost. According to the project managers, some projects are initiated with 

misinformation or lack of information, as the project estimates are shows lower than it what it 

would be in actual, for the purpose of attaining project approval from the top management. 

Even though, if projects are led by accurate information, there is always a chance of 

amendments which increases the overall cost of the project. According to Wysocki (2011), 

project cost is one of the main objectives of the project scope which needs to properly cater 

while completing the project. If the project has been successful but has resulted in higher cost 

than actual cost, it would term as failure and would not be efficient for the organization or the 

parent company.  

 

4.3.3 Contracting of Work 

 Contracting of work was also regarded as phenomenal challenge for almost all the 

projects. According to the respondents, in situation of limited specialized labor force, lack of 

competition in bidding contracts would automatically enhance the overall project costs. This 

low level of competitive environment also means that a parent company is not being provided 

with the best contractor available for the job. Papke et al (2010) asserted the importance of 

competition by stating that high competition usually results in high quality and high 

productivity of the industry as different market players strive to attain market share by 

offering low prices or high quality than the competitors.  

 

4.3.4 Project Schedule 

 Project schedule is also referred to as a major challenge in project management. With 

regards to construction and other service industry, majority of the contractors do not have 

sufficient staffing level in order to supply schedulers and planners to large size projects. 
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When this gap is adequately filled from the beginning of a specific project would result in 

immense confusion regarding productivity plan and project schedule (Eveleens and Verhoef, 

2010). According to the interview respondents, completing the project on time has become a 

challenging task. One of the project managers stated that the major reason behind time delay 

is the constant amendment and changes taking place in the project. These changes can be in 

form of variation from initial requirement or changes to mitigate a potential risk that has 

occurred in the project. These schedule pressures and variations mainly come from the 

shareholders of the company, the government, company owners and project management 

team.   

 

4.4 Overcoming Project Challenges 

4.4.1 Quality Improvement 

 As quality has been a major challenge for project management, companies should 

appoint parent companies to review the quality of the project along with the approval of job 

specific contractor quality plans before the project is being started. Moreover, whenever the 

project is executed, all field and project engineers should be professional qualified and should 

have a complete know how of all the local standards and codes as it is directly impacts the 

quality of the project (DeBakker et al, 2010). According to the project managers of, 

engineering and development needs to be accurate from the start along with professional 

qualification and familiarity with local standards and codes. For instance if a parent company 

aims on outsourcing the engineering activities of a certain project to a different location, 

some sort of formal education and training sessions would be essential for the purpose of 

ensuring that the contractor is well aware of the project procedures, codes and standards.  

 

4.4.2 Project Cost Improvement 
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 For the purpose of coping up with challenge of project cost, project accounting and 

project control must be incorporated from the very beginning stage of the project. There 

should also be a process and procedure for monitoring all changes and amendments of the 

scope, along with accurate forecasting of any additional costs that occurs due to the change in 

the project scope (Leach, 2014). As per the interview respondents, effective project 

management can be achieved through regular scheduled meetings of the project management 

ream along with standardized reporting formats. This would assist the project managers in 

ensuring that accurate information is clear and properly communicated to the respective 

authorities. According to the one of project managers, project activities should be break down 

into pieces which would assist the project to be managed in easy manner rather than 

combining all the activities together and then trying to manage and track project costs.  

 

4.4.3 Improving Work Contracts 

 It has been found out that project owners should use unit rates and lump sum amount 

as much as possible, for the purpose of transferring the cost and schedule responsibility on 

the contractor’s shoulders. According to one of the project managers interviewed, majority of 

the projects are being managed by contractors instead of parent company.  It was also found 

out that the aims and goals of the parent company are different than the goals of the 

contractor in terms of schedule and cost.  Therefore, for the purpose of overcoming the 

challenge of work contracts, majority of the projects should be handed over to parent 

companies which would eventually improve project management, productivity and project 

schedule (Kerzner, 2010).  
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4.5 Strategies and Recommendations in Improving Projects 

Constituent Alignment 

 The best practice of project management is to have an unambiguous and clearly 

defined objectives and goals which should be reviewed throughout the project life. Through 

constituent alignment, project cancellations or course correction can become a regular routine 

in this process.  Moreover, relevant expertise and matching skills to projects has become a 

critical success factor along with standardized and consistent communication which assists 

majority of the project stakeholders (Heagney, 2012).  

 

Proactive Risk Management 

 Another important strategy to achieve successful projects is to use a proactive and an 

integrated risk management approach for the whole project activities. These mainly includes 

the development and publishing of the risk management plan and also focuses on educating 

and training the whole project management team regarding the benefits and advantages of 

performing risk management (Tang et al, 2010). The interview respondents also stated that 

risk management plan has become a necessity in complex projects in order to integrate 

identified risk to schedule, scope and cost.  

 

Performance Management 

 Performance management has become a necessary element in project management, 

however many project manager does not understood its importance. According to the 

interview respondents, lack of project performance measures results in low visibility to the 

associated parties regarding the project situation and where they should be in different time 

periods. Due t this reason, troubled projects are not identified at the appropriate time for 

remedial acts therefore corrective measures are not taken which leads or poor service and 



What Kills Projects     49 

 

product quality. Larson and Gray (2011) shared similar opinions and stated that most 

appropriate approach is to utilize standardized project performance measures and develops 

baseline for schedules, products, efforts etc.   

 

Project Scope Definition and Management 

 Another recommended approach is monitor the scope of the project and should 

possess accurate knowledge as what has to be performed and delivered in the project. A clear 

comprehension of project scope has become a necessity for the purpose of obtaining 

commitment and executing the project activities in an effective and successful manner.  

Majority of the research participants were of the opinion that there companies obtain agreed 

regarding what is in and what is out in the project scope.   They also recommended that it 

would be appropriate to develop and utilize a formal change control procedure which 

includes a change control board. Similar opinion have been presented by DeBakker et al 

(2010) that a very broad and wide scope usually results in intricate, complex and multi-year 

projects with problematic interdependencies. Therefore, it is recommended to limit and 

shorten the achievable scope in a well-defined manner. Moreover, it has also been found out 

that an organization can effectively control outcome and monitor progress only if it is 

exposed to tighter project scope.  

 

Critical Project Communication 

 Another important strategy that has been recommended by interview participants 

related to the development of effective communication management plan. This 

communication plan should include two major components (1) Stakeholder communications 

and (2) Project communications. Moreover, these activities must being with project initiation, 

with specific efforts devoted into developing a stakeholder analysis in order identify 
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communication and expectation needs. According to one of the respondents, companies 

should be prepared to deliver project updates and project statuses through two or more 

information delivery channel so that the diverse needs of the various stakeholders can be 

accommodated.  
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CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION & RECOMMENDATIONS 

 Project success and assessing the performance of the project has become a major 

challenge for project management and especially for project managers. It has been found out 

that the success of a project is usually perceived as the project’s ability to achieve the 

technical objectives of the project while not getting deviated from the project scope, cost and 

time. It has been analysed that majority of the time, the project success and failure is 

effectively measured at the end of the project only. However, this is one of drawbacks which 

impact the quality level of the project. Projects usually fail because of the poor planning, 

constant amendments in the initial project scope, tight deadlines, low budget and lack of 

control and monitoring of different project activities. Kerzner (2013) stated five measures to 

assess the satisfaction of the project scope which includes (1) delivery of the product to the 

customer, (2) providing high quality with consistent price, (3) delivering the project within 

the mentioned time frame, (4) delivering the feedback which the customer desires, and (5) 

analysing the system of conflict resolution.  

 

5.1 Conclusion 

 In the end it can be concluded that success and failure of a project is highly dependent 

on how well the specific project has been able to accomplish the desired objectives and aims. 

The main motive of project managers is to ensure that project not only meets its objectives 

and scope but it is also completed within the mentioned budget and timeframe. It has been 

found out through interview analysis that it is easy for a project to be a failure as compared 

with the project to be successful. As the success of a project is highly dependent on the 

achievement of project aims and objectives, any factor that creates hurdle in the project can 

have a significant impact of the overall project life cycle thus resulting in project failures. 

However, it has been researched that supported by Leach (2014) that a project is not termed 
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failure instantaneously as it is highly dependent of the different stakeholders of the project 

and whether they want to continue with the project or to put it on halt.  

It can be concluded that in many project scenarios, a project has the probability of 

exceeding the allocated budget and time frame, yet the different stakeholders of the project 

do not stop the ongoing project and tends to continue till the end. It has also been found out 

that there are various different factors that impact the project which is dependent on the 

nature of the activities being performed in the project. For example construction project 

would have different challenges and issues as compared with software development which 

would be different with product development project.  However, this research identified the 

most common factors that may impact any common project.  

Through interview analysis many factors and causes of project failures were 

identified. The most common causes of project failure were identified as (1) Unclear 

objectives, (2) Inappropriate team leader, (3) Poor planning and (4) lack of appropriate 

communication. All these factors have a significant impact on the whole project life cycle 

such as unclear objectives would not provide right directions and guidelines to complete the 

project. Graham and Englund (2013) asserted the fact that the top most priority before 

starting any project is to have clear and concise objectives which needs to be achieved by the 

end of the project period. It was also found out that the role of team leader or the project 

leader has a significant role in the success of a project. If a project manager is inappropriate 

and lacks knowledge and skills the whole project would be suffered and would result in 

failure.  

The research also found out many factors that lead to project success. As per the 

interview findings it can be concluded that there are five main success factors for a project. 

These includes competence of project manager, rules and procedures, competence of project 

team, quality of subcontractor services and most importantly the role and support of top 
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management. The competence and skill level of the project manager leads to an effective 

completion of the project along with successful achievement of the main goals and objectives 

of the study.  

Similarly, the support of top management assures that sufficient resources are being 

provided to the project team so that no time delay can occur in the project life cycle.  It was 

also concluded from the interview analysis that whether a project is complex or simple, it has 

to face a number of challenges. These challenges are classified into external and internal 

factors of the project and mainly include quality issues, high cost of the project, contracting 

of working and project delay and schedule.     

In the end the research concludes that although there are immense challenges for a 

project to be successful, it is entirely the responsibility of the project managers and top 

management employees to monitor the progress and to tackle all the issues and challenges of 

the project. Quality should be top most priority for the project and should be clearly stated in 

the initial scope of the project. Moreover, it should be checked and monitored on regular 

basis so that the project completed would of highest quality. A project that is completed 

without having sufficient quality would be termed as a failure and would result in additional 

costs to the parent company who is undertaking the project.  

 

5.2 Recommendations 

 Following are some of the recommendations for the project managers and top 

management of the organization in order to improvise the project activities and to enhance 

the success rate of the projects: 

 All projects should have a clear, concise and unambiguous aims and objectives. A 

clear objective of the project would provide accurate and right directions to carry out 

the project and to identify any error that can lead to the deviation with the project’s 
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initial requirements.  Therefore, before starting any projects, the project charter should 

include a one broad objective along with sub objectives that needs to be completed in 

the allocated time period. These sub objectives should be defined properly in the 

project charter along with prescribed deadlines which should be appropriately 

communicated to the authorized persons of the project.  

 Project team members should be skilled enough to handle spontaneous issues of the 

project. This can only be possible through two ways; (1) Proper communication and 

(2) employee skill and abilities. The mode of communication between the sub-

contractors, workers, project team members, managers and top management should be 

effective in order to resolve the issues and problems in minimum time. Moreover, 

employee skills and abilities would play a major role in the success of the project. 

When a particular employee is trained enough to handle small issues, he or she would 

not be consulting the project lead or top management, thus saving time and cost of the 

project which is also regarded as one of the common aims of the project.   

 The project should include quality review sessions on the completion of various sub 

activities. This would ensure that the quality of the project is being fulfilled at every 

stage which would eventually lead to a completion of quality project or a project with 

minimum errors. Moreover, this quality assurance should be the responsibility of the 

parent company and not of any third party or some contractor. This is because the 

parent responsible for the project and would be willing to take more ownership as 

compared to third party companies or subcontractors.  

 As stated above, a project has many different stages and activities that needs to 

completed in specific time frame. Therefore, project managers and top management 

of the company should outsource some of the project activities to specialized 

companies in order to maintain and sustain top quality of the project. Outsourcing 
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would not only allow high quality but would also lessen the burden of the project 

managers and project team who can eventually focus more on their core 

responsibilities.  

 Effective performance management system should be designed through which the 

performance of employees can be monitored and evaluated. Moreover, when 

employees know that they are constantly being evaluated and would be rewarded for 

their extra performance, they would be highly motivated and would tend to perform 

better   than before.  

 Moreover, project should have a keen focus on developing a proactive risk 

management plan which would include contingency plans of the project. This risk 

management plan of would highlight various risks that a project may occur and would 

also offer risk mitigation strategies if any unsystematic risk occurs in the project time 

frame.  

 It has been recommended that stakeholder involvement holds significant importance 

in the project. Eveleens and Verhoef (2010) have regarded stakeholder involvement 

and stakeholder expectations as a corporate social responsibility element. It has 

become significant for projects to identify and evaluate groups that have an impact on 

the project or plays an important role in the success of the project. Moreover, there 

should be effective communication between various stakeholders of the project. This 

means that appropriate communication would enable effective transfer of information 

and data to the authorized persons thus providing effective guidelines in project 

execution.  

 It is also recommended to the project managers and top management to follow 

appropriate standards including the rules and regulations pertaining to the project. 

These standards include health and safety, quality, environmental and corporate social 
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responsibility. All these factors have a significant impact on the successful completion 

of the project as a project is regarded as failure if it does not comply with the standard 

rule and regulations.  

 

5.3 Implications for Future Research 

 As the current study had some research limitations, future studies are recommended to 

include the various elements mentioned below: 

 The current research only focused on the perception and views of a project manager 

and did not include the perception of employees working under a project. Therefore, 

future researches should not only include the viewpoints of project managers but 

should also consider the issues pertaining at the grass root level of the project which 

can only be highlighted by employees working under a specific project.  

 Moreover, the sample size of the current research was relatively small as it only 

included the interview session with 10 project managers belonging to different SME’s 

whose responses cannot be generalized to the whole population. Therefore, future 

researches should enhance the sample size of the study and should include at least 60 

project managers belonging to different industries and business natures.  

 The research has only considered qualitative data through primary research tools 

(interviews). Future researches should focus on collecting both primary and secondary 

data so that the responses can be further analysed in the light of secondary researches 

that has already been conducted on the similar topic.  

 Future researches should also include a case study analysis of an actual project that 

was conducted in an organization. This would provide an in-depth analysis of the 

various factors that impacts the success of the project along with the different 
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challenges being exposed to project managers, employees and other stakeholders of 

the project.  
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Appendix 

Interview Questionnaire 

 

1. What are the challenges that you face when managing projects? 

2. How do you work around those challenges?  

3. What do you do to prevent failure in the initial stages of the project? 

4. What are the top three factors that cause failures? 

5. What are the top three success factors? 

6. How do you think incomplete requirements, lack of user involvement, and lack of 

resources impact the project? 

7. How do you think unrealistic expectations and lack of executive support impact the 

project? 

8. How far do you think changing requirements and specifications of project are 

responsible for project failure? 

9. To what extent do you think that lack of planning, lack of IT management and 

technological illiteracy can be considered as critical failure factors? 

10. How far do you think unclear objectives and unrealistic time frames affect projects?  

11. How important is leadership and competency of project managers and other staff? 

12. How important is taking ownership of the project for the success of the project? 

13. What factors, other than what we have already discussed, contribute to project failure? 

 

 


